
Initiative aims to curb truancy, dropout rates in Tri-Cities  

By Sara Schilling, Herald staff writer 

A new program designed to put students who have dropped out of high school back on the path to a 
diploma and college or career training is launching this fall in the Tri-Cities. 

The Fast Forward program is being run through the Boys & Girls Clubs of Benton and Franklin 
Counties and is part of a community initiative to curb truancy and dropout rates. 

It's for young people ages 16 to 21. There's no charge to participate.  

"This is a community problem. We're trying to look at it from that angle and get a lot of resources 
together," said coordinator Jen Valdez. 

Fast Forward is based on a successful Ohio program and is the only one of its kind in Washington, 
officials said. Valdez will act as a case manager, helping students who have dropped out find a 
school program that fits their needs and stay engaged once enrolled. 

Schools throughout the Tri-Cities have signed on as partners, along with Columbia Basin College 
and United Way. 

Fast Forward is part of the national Models for Change initiative that's aimed at reforming the 
juvenile justice system. Benton-Franklin Juvenile Court is leading Model for Change efforts in the Tri-
Cities. 

The initiative is a project of the Chicago-based John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation. 

The dropout problem has drawn attention nationwide. 

In 2008, the U.S. dropout rate was 8 percent, which means 8 percent of young people ages 16 to 24 
weren't enrolled in school and hadn't earned a high school diploma or equivalent, according to data 
from the National Center for Education Statistics. 

In Washington the same year, officials reported the state dropout rate to be 5.6 percent. (They 
arrived at that figure by taking the number of students who dropped out of grades 9-12, divided by 
the total number of students minus those who transferred, according to the state superintendent's 
office).  

The figures represent thousands of students. 

They all have their own reasons for leaving school, officials said. 

"Research tells us that it's not usually a single event that causes a kid to drop out, it's a series of 
events. It's a process," said Dennis Young, an educational liaison for Models for Change working on 
truancy in the Tri-Cities. 

"When they finally say, 'I need to get back to school,' there's no real pathway back," he said. 



A key piece of the Models for Change initiative is finding ways to keep youths in school and out of 
trouble in the first place, said Jacque van Wormer, coordinator for the initiative in Benton and 
Franklin counties.  

Through Models for Change, "we've done a lot of work on the preventative end, on the question of, 
'How do we keep kids engaged in school?' " van Wormer said. 

Fast Forward launches in September. Valdez said her goal is to work with 30 to 40 students this 
year, helping them take steps toward finishing high school. 

"The diploma is step one," she said. "Then, the goal is to get them career training so they can go out 
and get a good-paying job or go to community college or a four-year college." 

To learn more, call 416-0304 or go to www.kidexpert.org/fastforward.  
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